E-mail consultation: clinical, financial, legal, and ethical implications.
Communication via e-mail has become widespread. Nearly every practicing neurosurgeon is confronted with numerous unsolicited e-mail requests for medical advice, guidance, or information. Neurosurgeons need to be aware of the clinical, financial, legal, and ethical implications of providing medical consultation via e-mail. A literature review of the penetration of e-mail consultation in medical practice was performed. The data on the potential for reimbursement for provision of these services is presented. Precedents for legal liability are discussed, and issues of compliance with HIPAA regulations are reviewed. Communication between patients and physicians via e-mail is increasing in prevalence, and a substantial number of physicians are providing medical information via e-mail consultation. Billing for online consultation has been approved by the American Medical Association, and several medical insurance carriers are evaluating the economic consequences of reimbursement for e-mail consultation. E-mail consultation raises potential medico-legal concerns, including establishment of the physician-patient relationship, malpractice liability, and HIPAA compliance. The increasing prevalence of e-mail consultation raises new concerns for neurosurgeons. Some of these concerns have yet to be addressed by regulatory commissions or in the courts. If used appropriately, e-mail communication can facilitate physician-patient interactions, improve access to care, save time for each interaction, and possibly reduce costs of care.